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MASTER TEACHER INTERVIEW
WITH
BEVERLY BEA JAMES

JIM MCDANIEL AND CARL STORER

FORT HAYS STATE UNIVERSITY
SUMMER 1995

CHAPTER II: INTERVIEW WITH BEVERLY BEA JAMES

Beverly Bea James, Kansas Teacher of the Year for the First Congressional
District in 1994, grew up feeling very fortunate. She realized at an early age that her
parents really cared about her. They were understanding, found the time to listen to
her concerns, and took every opportunity to spend quality time with her. It was this
interaction between Beverly and her parents that helped her discover an inner force and
developed her ability to interact with children in her future. Although her mother had
been a teacher, she had not had good experiences during her career. It was these
experiences that prompted her to discourage Beverly from entering the teaching
profession. Even with this discouragement, Beverly felt there was some type of
internal drive constantly telling her teaching would be her life.
Since her father was in the construction business, she grew up in a family that
moved from town to town. Beverly attended a total of eleven different schools as she
grew up. She attended kindergarten and first grade in Topeka, Kansas; second and
third grade in Manhattan, Kansas; fourth grade in Lamar, Missouri; fifth grade in
Bolivar, Missouri; sixth grade in Girard, Kansas; seventh grade in Abilene, Kansas;
eighth grade in York, Nebraska; and finished up her final years of schooling in Beloit,
Kansas. Although she moved many times, she felt that each of the school systems she
attended provided her with pleasant experiences. Her teachers were understanding,
helped her set goals, and made lasting impressions. Those experiences served to
provide her with the greatest reasons for becoming an educator.
Her parents loved children and gave her many advantages. Even though
Beverly was an only child and received much attention, she realized at an early age she
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was no better than anyone else. She was blessed with many opportunities as an only
child that she otherwise wouldn't have had. She understood at an early age that the
ability to make friends was a necessity and that if she wanted someone to play with,
she had to be outgoing. Although her family moved around, Beverly was always able
to make friends.

It was this conviction and these strengths that provided her with the

foundation for the teaching philosophy she communicated throughout her teaching
career.
Upon graduating from high school, Beverly attended the University of Kansas
for three years. Shortly after, she was called upon by the Beloit superintendent to be
interviewed for a position at the newly opened Beloit Elementary School. Beverly
went in and interviewed. She wore a diamond engagement ring to the interview. It
was because of this Beverly felt she was not hired for the teaching position. According
to Beverly, during this time period school boards generally thought "diamonds meant
you got married, had babies, and then didn't teach any more." The interview was a
failure; yet, it succeeded in other ways. It stimulated Beverly's interest in teaching and
provided her with the motivation to find another position. During this turn of events,
there was a new rural school opening near Beloit. She received a teaching offer from
this school, and she accepted the position. It was this assignment at the Round Top
Rural School that launched her 37 year teaching career.
During the summer of 1955, Beverly attended Emporia State University. She
took methods courses and five credit hours of student teaching experience which
allowed her to teach. Starting the fall of that year and for the next two years, she
taught grades one through eight at the Round Top Rural School. This provided her
with experiences she wouldn't trade for anything in the world. A camaraderie was
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formed with this group that transposed it into "one big, happy family." When people
asked her how she was able to teach the eight grade levels in one school room, she
said she never knew how she did it It was simply she never knew she couldn't.
During this rural school experience, she was required to teach children of all
abilities. She had students who could correctly answer any question she posed to them,
and in contrast she had students who had much difficulty with their learning. The one
room school house worked successfully because the older and faster learning children
tended to the younger and slower learning children. At all times they played together
and worked together in the school. Beverly felt it was this arrangement in the school
setting and the support of parents that created a bond very much like a tight-knit
family.
During her tenure at the rural school, Beverly initiated the first hot lunch
program in a rural school in Mitchell county. From a newly developed parent-teacher
organization and through discussions with the mothers of this association, Beverly
realized there should be some means that allowed students to have a hot lunch. Prior
to this, it was the norm for children to bring their lunches to school and place them on
top of the floor furnace. This practice kept the lunches hot Often times the grease
from the food dripped down into the furnace and made the room smell the entire
morning. After some discussion and planning, the mothers volunteered their time and
effort and provided the children with a hot lunch once a week. The mothers told the
students what they were going to prepare and the children were expected to provide
anything else they wanted to go with the main course.
While Beverly taught at the rural school, she became increasingly aware of her
tenacious drive to provide excellence in education. A board member once told her at
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four o'clock she should close the doors and forget about school until the next day. She
was never able to do that and realized early on that teaching was a profession that
required dedication, hard work, and long hours. With those things came great reward
as well.
During the next five years, Beverly and her husband started their own family.
From the winter of 1957 to the spring of 1962 Beverly had three children. During this
time, she taught briefly at the #3 Rural School in Mitchell county, at Beloit Elementary
School, and at Sunset Elementary School and Heusner Elementary School in Salina,
Kansas.
After teaching at the grade school level for several years, Beverly moved back
to Jewell, Kansas so her husband could help his father. This move provided Beverly
with an opportunity to do something a little different In the small neighboring town
of Formoso, a principal was needed for the grade school. Beverly accepted the
challenge. Along with this position Beverly assumed many different roles and
responsibilities. She had the opportunity to teach grades six through eight, she became
the boys' basketball coach, she prepared the lunchroom reports, and she was in charge
of the yearbook.
Also during this time at Formoso, Beverly developed the idea that the teams
needed an athletic banquet. The school always had a potluck supper to honor the
athletes, but Beverly thought the time had come for the school and community to do
something extra-special. Beverly solicited the support of the parents in the community
and started selling tickets. Beverly was friends with Gene Cady who was coaching at
Hutchinson Junior College. Gene was a popular coach in the area and Beverly made
arrangements for Gene to be the key speaker for the athletic banquet.
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It was during tbis time that Beverly recognized and understood the components
needed for a successful school system. The key elements included strong backing from
the community and total support for school activities. While wearing all of these hats
at Formoso, Beverly was given yet another opportunity she couldn't pass up. She was
asked to start a kindergarten program. Five miles down the road was Courtland
Elementary School. Many of the children were going to kindergarten there and ended
up not returning to the Formoso Grade School. So basically, the initial purpose was to
get the children to stay in the Formoso school system and in the community. She
taught kindergarten in Salina, Kansas and thought she had enough background to
initiate a kindergarten program. She also had a son that was ready to start kindergarten
which provided her with extra incentive. Beverly had the full support of the school
board in starting this program, and her father came in and built the equipment. She
taught kindergarten for three years in Formoso.
It was also during this time that Beverly decided to resume her education and
eventually completed her degree. She continued her education at Marymount College
and obtained her Bachelor's Degree in Education and Psychology in 1967. After
teaching for eight years on a provisional certificate, taking extension hours, summer
classes, and night classes, Beverly completed her degree. She smiled proudly when
she said that fifteen years after high school graduation, a husband, and three children,
she succeeded. Beverly was not sure who was more elated--her family or her.
One thing Beverly did well was juggling a career and a family. In 1968,
Beverly and her family moved back to Beloit, Kansas. Beverly's family was involved
with a restaurant, and she had recently taken the job of kindergarten teacher at the
Beloit Elementary School. Beverly used her lunch hour to run out to the restaurant to
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hostess, and then returned at five o'clock to hostess again for three hours in the
evening. Her children sat at a table by the cash register and did their homework.
Beverly felt the sacrifices made by her and her family were good in the long run.
They had a positive learning experience from it. "If you want it badly enough then it
will work out alright in the end." Beverly knew the importance of family, and she
became irritated when teachers said, "Oh I can't go back to school because I have a
family." Her thoughts were that teachers had to go back to school because they had a
family.
Beverly proudly smiled as she reflected on when the family took over the
restaurant. It was Mother's Day and the day of her graduation, and she worked as a
hostess for the restaurant Her husband and her parents were busy in the kitchen.
Beverly felt that because the restaurant experienced such a busy day, she would
probably be alone at the ceremony. As she left the restaurant to get ready for the
graduation, there were approximately fifty people standing in line waiting. Her
husband said if he could get away from the restaurant he would come to the ceremony.
Beverly's folks drove her to Salina for the graduation ceremony. She remembered
vividly when she came down the aisle, her entire family eagerly awaiting her
appearance. They were as happy as she was that she received her degree. Beverly
reflected that taking the chance and sacrificing was worth it because her family
supported her. She also felt making the commitment to teach involved making herself
the best she could be.
After going through all of the challenges of getting her degree, she asked her
children what their thoughts were about spending time with a babysitter and time away
from their mother. Her children never felt they were neglected, instead, felt they
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gained positive experiences from those times.
Beverly then taught kindergarten for about ten years. She taught fifth grade one
year of those ten. During that time, she noticed teachers didn't listen to the older

children like they did when the children were k.indergartners. She felt older students
still needed time available to talk. She knew there was sharing time with
kindergartners so they could tell their "little tales and tribulations," but fifth graders
came in, sat down, and started working. Beverly learned in that year and from her
years of experience prior to that year, teachers needed to get students involved in
active learning. Beverly noticed that students needed to talk about such things as
special happenings from the night before, and she needed to be available to listen.
This was what Beverly found different between teaching the lower grades and upper
grades. She established this balance for fifth graders because of her experiences as a
kindergarten teacher. It showed her there were differences and similarities that
teachers needed to recognize at every grade level.
After teaching kjndergarten for many years, Beverly became aware that the
learning disabled teacher was retiring at the Beloit Elementary School. At the same
time, Beverly felt she needed to work on her Master's degree. She felt a Master's
degree in kindergarten was useless. She knew there was a learning disabled teaching
position open, and she remembered referring students throughout her teaching years.
She felt the need and accepted the challenge of the new position that was available.
This tum of events changed the course of Beverly's career. She felt it was almost
ironic because what she prepared for was what she did when she first taught 20 years
before in the one room rural schoolhouse. She taught children of all ages, all grade
levels, and with different abilities in one room. She came to the conclusion that all
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children could learn, but "it was important to find that one little thing, that one little
quirk, that would set them off and allow them to learn correctly."

In the summers of 1977 through l 979, Beverly attended Kansas State
University and worked for and received her Master's Degree in Special Education as a
Learning Disabilities Resource Specialist In 1977 she was hired by Beloit Elementary
School to teach grades one through six as the Learning Disabled Resource Specialist.
She observed as she worked with children how important it was that things learned at a
certain grade level be remembered as progression was made through the grades. What
made it even more enjoyable for her was she was able to see many children, and she
"was able to see how every little piece fit into the puzzle and how the lives of the
children fit into the whole picture."

When students had the lights turned on for them

or when they turned the lights on by themselves, they then understood how things were
done and how hard they needed to work to accomplish their goals. It was this
discovery that guided her decision to become a Learning Disabled teacher. It was this
part of her professional career that provided her with some of her most rewarding
moments.
Another benefit she received as a Learning Disabled Resource Specialist was
working with other teachers. She continually worked with regular education teachers
and paraprofessionals. Beverly was given a chance to train other adults to work
effectively and she had a chance to plan with them for the things they were doing with
the children. She felt she had rapport with the teachers because they knew she had
been in their shoes and understood what was going on. She felt that level of respect
was hard to get for some Learning Disabled teachers. A proud fact she related was
some of the para-professionals she worked with over the years went back for their own
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education and were presently in the teaching field.
Beverly believed certain qualities must be present in order to become an
exemplary teacher. An exemplary teacher wanted to continually learn, was willing to
change, was not cut and dry, and was always able to relate to the students, staff,
administration, community, and parents. Each of these qualities were equally
important. She felt teachers must wear many hats, and they must be involved in the
community and in professional organizations.
For teachers today and especially beginning teachers, Beverly thought it was
essential to be a risk taker. Beverly's own thoughts and words illustrate this best:
"Educators shouldn't be afraid to try something they think will work and
may not be the norm. Beginning teachers should sit down and think
about their philosophy, what kind of teacher they think they are, and
what they believe in. They then should really stick by those convictions
as long as it is comfortable for them. They need to teach by their
philosophy. They shouldn't be afraid to explore new options. If
something comes along to change their ideas, they should be open and
feel free to ask someone else questions. Sometimes teachers are afraid
to share what they know and what they think is important. I think it is a
real advantage for teachers to go into other classrooms and discover
what is happening in places other than their own room. Being a
Learning Disabled Resource Specialist, I was able to go into other
classrooms and see the wonderful things going on in those rooms.
Beginning teachers today shouldn't be afraid to ask, "Could I use this
idea?" or "How do you see this idea working for me in my classroom?"
Beverly said educators promoted the teaching profession by being good
examples in the community and by modeling the right things. Parents of today have
changed from those of the past. She thought it was imperative to invite the community
into schools for parents to observe opportunities their children received. Thjs invitation
helped parents to be welcomed and understood by educators. She believed that
teachers must sell their product. Good educators received respect from students and
showed them teaching was important. "Teachers must feel that way to make the
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community feel that way." She thought teachers needed to be accountable.
Teachers were the first to agree how important their job was to the success of
the future. Teachers were accountable to the students because students counted on
teachers to prepare them for society. This provided the opponunity for the students to
become responsible citizens, effective family members, conscientious consumers,
capable workers, lifelong learners, and able managers of leisure time. She thought
marginal or poor teachers should be provided guidance and support in order to become
better. It was part of the job to help the staff improve the practice of education.
Schools were a place to continue the work begun by parents and needed to be more
family oriented by addressing the needs of the parents as well as the needs of the
children. A cooperative effort among parents, students, teachers, administrators, and
the community was the key to successfully educating the children.
This philosophy took Beverly James full circle. She believed it took a whole
village to educate a child. Everyone in a community shared the responsibility with
everyone else.
She thought although terminology changed and different names were placed on
ideas and strategies, sometimes it meant the same thing. In education, there was never
a time for Beverly when she failed to see the need to change and take risks. Some
ideas seemed to disappear for a time, however, as they resurfaced, Beverly saw merit
in reusing them to benefit students.
When asked about what she would do differently if she had it to do over again,
Beverly replied she probably would listen to students better. She felt she placed too
much emphasis on getting through material in a certain amount of lime earlier in her
career. She would have listened more to each individual and would have realized
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those individuals were very important.
When asked to convey her thoughts about being selected for the Kansas
Teacher of the Year Award, she said she never realized at first what kind of
responsibility came along with the honor. She first thought it was an honor handed to
her. "Thank you, here it is, you've done a nice job." But she soon realized it became a
job of representing her school and other teachers across the state. It forced her to sit
down and look at her philosophy of teaching, the methods and strategies she used, and
the things she believed in. Being nominated by her peers made her understand just
how much of an honor it was. She found being selected Teacher of the Year was a
great opportunity. It was something that allowed her to share numerous methods she
used with other teachers and enabled those teachers to share their thoughts and ideas
with her.
As Beverly looked ahead to her retirement, she said she loved every minute of
the time she taught, however, she felt she was not going to miss teaching. She knew
she would miss the students but realized it was important for her to retire while she
was still enjoying teaching. She knew she would not be a person to "not know" what
happened with education locally and nationally. She felt she was a person who found
out what was going on and stayed informed. She said volunteering with school
activities (not substitute teaching) and staying as active as she could was what she
intended.
It was this philosophy that Beverly lived by. She believed that small
communities survived because people cared. Caring people became busy people and
that was what the world needed.
Beverly felt one of the most important things she did in education was to make
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students feel good about themselves. She realized without a positive image, students
never gave their full attention to education. She wanted students to feel secure as they
moved forward in their schooling, to think great thoughts, and to be organized. She
strived to allow students to see practical application and related connections between
what they were learning and the world. She made sure students felt school was a safe
environment. She helped them have happy experiences characteristic of those she had
when she was young. She believed that every child must be reached and that all of us
working together had a unique opportunity to leave a legacy of learning for future
generations to follow.

